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ATSDR in Partnership with Puerto Rico
The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) is the lead public health agency responsible for
implementing the health-related provisions of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and
Liability Act of 1980 (CERCLA). ATSDR is an Atlanta-based federal agency with more than 400 employees and an
annual budget for 2002 of $78 million. ATSDR is responsible for assessing the presence and nature of health hazards
at specific Superfund sites, helping to prevent or reduce further exposure and illnesses that result, and expanding the
knowledge base about the health effects of  exposure to hazardous substances.

ATSDR works closely with state agencies to carry out its mission of preventing exposure to contaminants at hazard-
ous waste sites and preventing adverse health effects. ATSDR provides funding and technical assistance for states to
identify and evaluate environmental health threats to communities. These resources enable state and local health
departments to further investigate environmental health concerns and educate communities. This is accomplished
through cooperative agreements and grants. At this time, ATSDR has cooperative agreements or grants with 31
states, 1 American Indian nation (Gila River Indian Community), and 1 commonwealth (Puerto Rico Department of
Health). Through this program, in 2001 ATSDR awarded $156,386 in direct funds and services to the common-
wealth of  Puerto Rico.  In addition to direct funds and services, ATSDR provides technical and administrative
guidance for state-conducted site activities.

ATSDR Site-Specific Activities

Public Health Assessment-Related Activities
One of  the agency’s important mandates is to conduct public health assessments of  all National Priorities List
(NPL) sites and of other sites where there might be a significant threat to the public health. There have been 12 sites
designated to the NPL in Puerto Rico.

A public health assessment provides a written, comprehensive evaluation of  available data and information on the
release of hazardous substances into the environment in a specific geographic area. Such releases are assessed for
current or future impact on public health. ATSDR, in collaboration with public health and environmental officials
from Puerto Rico, has conducted 16 health assessments at the following 12 sites in the commonwealth.

Site City/Sector County/Municipality Date
Barceloneta Landfill Barceloneta Florida 11/14/89

(4/20/89)

Fibers Public Jobos Guayama 11/13/89
   Supply Wells (4/10/89)

Frontera Creek Rio Abajo Humacao 1/31/95
(7/30/85)

GE Wiring Devices Juana Diaz Juana Diaz 3/16/88



Site City/Sector County/Municipality Date
Isla de Vieques Vieques N/A 10/16/01
   Bombing Range 10/23/01

Juncos Landfill Juncos Juncos 4/23/84

RCA Del Caribe Barceloneta Barceloneta 1/19/89

Scorpio Recycling Candeleria Ward Toa Baja 12/12/00

Upjohn Barceloneta Barceloneta 8/9/88
   Manufacturing Co. (UMC)

V&M/Albaladejo Vega Baga Vega Baga 12/30/98
   Norte Ward

Vega Alta Public Vega Alta Vega Alta 12/2/98
   Supply Wells Site

Vega Baja Solid Rio Abajo Ward/ Vega Baja 11/30/98
   Waste Disposal    La Troc

A health consultation is a written or oral response from ATSDR to a specific request for information about health
risks related to a specific site, chemical release, or hazardous material. It is a more limited response than a public
health assessment. To date, 13 documented health consultations have been performed at the following eight sites in
Puerto Rico. Dates in parentheses indicate additional health consultations conducted at a site.

Site City/Sector County/Municipality Date
Combalache Arecibo Arecibo 5/30/95
   National Forest

Frontera Creek Rio Abaja Humacao 6/12/91
(1/31/89)

Juncos Landfill Juncos Juncos 4/21/93
(3/11/93)

Union Carbide Yabucoa Yabucoa 9/7/99
   Grafito 8/17/00

V&M Albaladejo Vega Baga Vega Baga 3/7/95
  Farms (3/2/95)

Vega Baja Solid Rio Abaja Ward/ Vega Baja 1/5/98
   Waste Disposal    La Troc (5/15/96)

Vineland Chemical Rio Grande Rio Grande 4/7/95
   Company

Scorpio Recycling Candelaria Ward Toa Baja 11/12/99

Some examples of  site-specific activities that ATSDR has conducted in Puerto Rico are following.

Isla de Vieques - This site, part of  the Commonwealth of  Puerto Rico, is an island located southeast of  the
main island. Since the 1940s, the U.S. Navy has owned about one-third of  the island and conducted military
training exercises, including live bombing in a specific area, until 2000. The bombing exercises were conducted



over an area known as the Live Impact Area, which is approximately 7.9 miles away from the residential popula-
tion. In 1999, a resident of  the island requested that ATSDR determine whether hazardous substances were
generated by the bombing exercises and posing a public health threat. The residents and local health professionals
were concerned about high levels of cancer and other diseases, and reported the potential for exposure to metals
and vibration/noise from the bombing activities.

Two public health assessments - one focusing on ground and drinking water, and the other focusing on soil
pathways - have been conducted on the island. These assessments have found no issues of public health concern
caused by the bombing activities. These findings indicate no contamination levels that would cause adverse health
effects under reasonable scenarios of incidental exposures, and no human exposure to adverse levels of metals or
explosive compounds have occurred as a result of  the bombing activities. The health assessments were released in
October 2001.  Health assessments are now underway for biota and air samplings.

In 2001, a study was conducted to determine if  possible cardiac abnormalities among Vieques residents could be
associated with the bombing activities. The study was peer-reviewed, and a panel comprised of  physician-
scientists convened to review the study findings. The panelists determined that the study does not support the
existence of  cardiac pathology among Vieques residents or workers.

Vega Baja Solid Waste Disposal - The Vega Baja Solid Waste Disposal Site is a 15 acre former landfill in a
rural area of  Rio Abajo Ward that has become residential and consists of  approximately 200 houses. While it was
an active landfill, the site accepted solid wastes including institutional, commercial, industrial, and domestic waste.
Contaminants of  concern at the site included lead and arsenic in residential soil. Based on ATSDR’s health
consultation in 1998, ATSDR’s public health assessment in 1998, and technical discussions concerning lead levels in
residential soils, EPA conducted a time-critical cleanup at three residential properties to stop exposure to lead in
soil. The reports released by ATSDR classified lead levels in soil as a public health threat. As a result of  ATSDR’s
investigations at the site, the Puerto Rico Department of Health conducted blood-lead screening in the
community to ensure that children were below CDC’s level of  concern for lead in blood. ATSDR, in collabora-
tion with EPA, will conduct a health consultation concerning dioxin in soil, a consultation concerning groundwa-
ter, and a public health assessment, at this site. The health consultation reports are expected to be released in 2003.

Juncos Landfill - In 1999, the community requested that ATSDR investigate this older NPL site concerning
possible mercury exposure. Previously a public health assessment and two health consultations were conducted at
the site. During the fall of  1999, ATSDR staff  conducted an exposure investigation to determine if  people living
right beside the landfill were being exposed to mercury. Indoor air and urine samples were obtained; the results
indicated that no current mercury exposures were occurring. ATSDR, in collaboration with EPA, is compiling
data to prepare a public health assessment for this site.

Toxicological Profiles
ATSDR develops toxicological profiles that describe health effects, environmental characteristics, and other informa-
tion for substances found at NPL sites. These profiles describe pathways of  human exposure and the behavior of
toxic substances in environmental media such as air, soil, and water. In the past 4 years, several of  these profiles have
been supplied directly by ATSDR to requesters in Puerto Rico, including representatives of  federal, territorial, and
local health and environmental departments; academic institutions; private industries; and nonprofit organizations.

August 2002

If you would like additional information, contact ATSDR toll-free at (888) 42ATSDR,
that is, (888) 422-8737 or visit the homepage at http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov




